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Part One: The Sea Turtle Conservation Work Camp in Colola, Michoacan, Mexico
Program Description
From September 21st to the 10th of October I participated in a Sea Turtle conservation work camp in Colola, Mexico  
Where is Colola?

Colola is located on the coastline of the state of Michoacan.   The beach at Colola is long and sweeping.   The light tan, almost creamy-colored sand is soft to the touch, almost like a rough talcum powder.   The nearby mountains feature large Saguaro cacti intermixed between ample large trees covered in Tarzan=ready vines.  

The beach is also almost deserted.  In nearly three weeks in Colola, I only saw a couple of tourists (who came to see the turtles) in Colola. While Colola itself has little or no tourism, there are several towns with some basic tourist infrastructure (small hotels, cabanas, and restaurants) nearby including Maruata, Faro de Bucerias, and La Ticla.   While none of these towns could be called a resort, they are regarded by aficionados as some of the best surfing spots on the Pacific coast.   
It is difficult to find Colola on a map.   I usually tell people that Colola is approximately midway between Acapulco and Puerto Vallarta (both of which are approximately eight hours by bus).  
What is a work camp?  

Work camps are set up by non-profit organizations worldwide to bring volunteers together to work on a variety of projects.  There are two primary organizations in the USA that help Americans to arrange participation in work camps.  One is called Service Civil International (www.sci-ivs.org); the other Volunteers for Peace.  The Colola sea turtle work camp for Americans is organized through Volunteers for Peace (VFP; http://www.vfp.org). 
When I checked the VFP website, they had 149 work camps available in 29 countries (including the US and Western Europe) available between now and the end of the year.  The costs, the tasks, and the working environments vary a lot between work camps.  When I checked, some of the work camp projects included assisting in the work of a museum and craft center in Zimbabwe, renovating rampart walls in a small village in the French Pyrenees, and working on an organic farm and meditation center in the hills outside of Los Angeles. 

Generally the conditions in most work camps are reminiscent of an old fashioned Boy-Scout campsite.  Usually the participants are housed in a dormitory together and take turns doing the daily tasks – cooking, cleaning, getting water, etc. – necessary to keep the camp running smoothly.

Most VFP work camps require that participants pay a fee to VFP (usually $250) to support the organization´s operations in the US.  An additional fee (between $0-400; based on my sample of work camps from the VFP website) is often required to help the local nonprofit who organizes the work camp in the country you’re visiting.  

Work camps are designed to include representatives from several countries.   The local nonprofit sets a maximum number of participants from a certain country.  Usually there is a limit of two people from the USA.  From what I can tell, however, since Americans seldom participate in work camps, you usually will not have problems getting the camp you select.

The camps are also designed to encourage the participants to get to know each other’s cultures and interact with the local population.  Toward that end, the group leaders are expected to develop activities outside of the volunteer work for the volunteers to do.  In our case, these activities included visits to nearby towns, occasional nights out in the town of Colola, a group trip to Comala, a mountain town near Colima, and spending some time at the local school teaching English.

The Colola Work Camp
I paid $545 in total for the work camp for nineteen days ($27/day).  $250 went to VFP (if I complete a report about the work camp and send it VFP, I will be eligible for a $100 refund from the VFP organization).  The remaining $295 went to VIVE Mexico, the local nonprofit program sponsor.  I understand that about half of the VIVE Mexico fee is directed toward paying for the food and activities of the volunteers while they are participating in the work camp.  The remaining half goes to fund VIVE Mexico’s programs.
Approximately ten times a year, a group of volunteers from around the world, usually ranging from seven to fifteen people, come to Colola to participate in the work camp. The work camp I attended started out with nine participants (a married couple left before the end of the work camp) from Germany (3), France (2), England (2), Japan, and the USA .(I was the only American).  The camp leader, Mario, was from Italy (Please see the article El Pollito (The Little Chicken), Mr. Italy, and the Rest of the Gang of Merry Volunteers for more information about the other volunteers).
	If You Go

While VIVE Mexico provides a fair amount of information before the trip, there are many things I wish I had known before I left including:

· While VIVE Mexico recommends that you bring an air mattress; I did and it did not prove useful.  I think that my problem stems from the fact that I bought the mattress in Mexico.  While air mattresses are fairly easy to buy in Mexico, it is very hard to find the right type of pump to inflate the mattress here.  I would suggest that if you need to buy bedding here that you buy a colchoneta instead.  A colchoneta is a small, light futon-like bed used for napping.  The only problem with a colchoneta is that it is a bit heavy.  If you want something lighter, you may want to check around for a small Styrofoam bed covering. 
· Though rain is not as common in Colola as the rest of Mexico; when it does rain, it pours.  When the rain falls at night, it can get cool, so be prepared.   
· You may, however, want to wear long sleeved shirts and pants at night (and even while sleeping) as a form of mosquito protection.
· Colola is one of the few places in Mexico that is hard to get around.   The town has no taxis.  You usually will have to wait at least an hour for a bus to arrive whenever you want to leave Colola.  If you are part of a small group, you may be able to hitchhike.  It seems safe, though it is not easy to find a ride hitchhiking.

· When you arrive on the first day, have the bus drop you off at the campamento tortugero (the campsite) not the school, like VIVE Mexico recommends.  Otherwise, you may have to walk as I did, two miles with suitcases back to the campsite.
· The VIVE Mexico instructions gave the impression that the campsite is right next to the small town of Motin del Rio.  This is a bit misleading.  Motin del Rio is about ten minutes by bus before the campsite.

· The nearest internet access is in La Placita, a small commercial center about thirty minutes south of the campground by bus.  You will have to take a bus to La Placita (20 pesos).  However, you can return by taxi (120 pesos).




The campsite consists of three palapas – native, beach houses handmade from palm fronds.  One houses the volunteers’ dormitory, a breezeway, and a large common room with an eating area and a kitchen.  Another houses the tortugeros (turtle keepers) whenever they weren’t working during their rounds (often there are no turtles or it rains so hard that the tortugeros could not work).  The third palapa is used for overfill in case there are too many volunteers to stay in the main structure.   
The volunteers’ dormitory features bunk beds made from wooden slats.  There is no bedding provided.  The floor is made of sand, which infiltrates everything you own no matter what you do.  (See If You Go sidebar above for some suggestions for being comfortable in the dormitory).  
There was no refrigerator in the kitchen (although a couple of coolers were available). Since everyone sleeps and eats in the same small palapa; if you want any privacy, forget it.  The breezeway between the common room and the dormitory leaked whenever it rained.   The palapa did have an electric light bulb in the common room, but not the dormitory.   
The toilet is housed in an outdoor concrete structure, approximately 200 feet away from the palapas.  The toilets do not have a door.  Privacy is afforded by a sheet hung outside the toilet.  Most of the time, the toilet was quite clean, because the volunteers took good care to keep it so.
A separate area, about four hundred feet away from the palapa, is set aside for showering.  The water for the shower, which is always cool, is stored in a concrete basin.  You must pour the water over yourself as there is no showerhead or faucet.   As you can see the showering area also does not allow for any privacy.   In fact, during the first week at the campsite, Alberto, a locally owned cow, would periodically check out the volunteers while we were showering.
The campsite has a pump that supplies running water to the kitchen sink and keeps the shower water from becoming stagnant.  The pump stops fairly frequently, making it hard to wash dishes and/or take a shower.

Everyone seemed to be in good health throughout the work camp.  The volunteers took care to ensure that food was washed in purified water before eating.  In addition, while I don’t have any proof that this is true, I think that most  Mexican food today is much safer than in the past (in the 65 days I’ve been here, only once did I get a small upset stomach.  In fact, since I exercise more here and eat better, I feel better than I do in the USA.)
The Work

Every weekday night starting at around ten or eleven the volunteers separated into groups of two and accompanied the tortugeros on their rounds.   In the night, the turtles would come ashore for sometime between thirty minutes and two hours to lay eggs and then return to the sea soon thereafter.   The turtles found their way back to the sea by following the light given off by waves crashing.  If there was too much light, the turtles would get distracted and not go ashore.    

I went out on my rounds with Kohei (please see El Pollito (The Little Chicken), Mr. Italy, and the Rest of the Gang of Merry Volunteers for more information about Kohei), a twenty-two-year-old, pre-law student from Tokyo.  Every night our assignments and the group of tortugeros we accompanied would rotate.  That way we were able to get to know almost every tortugero somewhat during our stay.

We watched and assisted the tortugeros as they scanned the beach with their flashlights looking for turtle tracks.  Once the tracks were identified, the tortugeros would follow the them to see if they could find the holes that the turtles dug to sequester their eggs.  
Then we’d try to dig up the eggs.  Sometimes we’d have to wait to dig up the eggs until the turtles finished laying them and then help the turtles get out of the holes (which were about fifty feet wide and a couple of feet deep) so that they could begin their trip back to the water. Other times, we’d start digging eggs from holes that were already abandoned after the turtle had begun the trip back to the sea.   

As soon as they dug up the eggs, the tortugeros would note the number of eggs, the sea conditions, date, time, and type of turtles on a report.  The reports are used by the University of Michoacan in Morelia to track the village’s conservation progress (The village was quite good at conservation.  The leader of the tortugeros, Jose Luis, had been invited to go to several conferences to discuss the group¨s successes.  According to Jose Luis, the number of turtle eggs and fully grown turtles on the beach is now about ten times what it was fifteen years ago).  
After collecting and noting the eggs, the tortugeros would put them in the nursery in front of the palapas.  There the eggs could be hatched without interference from local poachers or birds.  Once the turtles were hatched, the tortugeros would release them into the sea.  Supposedly, because of predators and natural conditions, only about one percent of the hatchlings would survive until adulthood.

Almost every night, Kohei and I saw at least a couple of turtles.  One night we saw eight turtles in less than two hours.  Most of the turtles laid somewhere between 40 and 120 eggs.  
There are three types of turtles that come ashore in Colola: The Black Turtle (known in Spanish as the Negra, genus and species: Chelonia mydas Agasstzil), the Olive Ridley Turtle (Spanish: golfina; Lepidochelys Olivacea), and the Leatherback Turtle (Spanish: Laud; Dermochelys Coriacea).  If you’d like to see photos and descriptions of these turtles, check out http://www.cccturtle.org/species_world.htm (Note: the Black Turtle is the same as the Pacific green turtle described in the website).  
The most common turtle in Colola is the Olive Ridley.  The Black Turtle is seldom found anymore in Mexico except in Colola which is considered the world center for the species.  I would estimate that about thirty percent of the turtles we saw were Black Turtles.  The black turtles are bigger than the Olive Ridley but produce fewer eggs.  The two turtles also have distinctive coloration and markings (the black lurtle is spotted) and even leave  different tracks in the sand. 
As it only comes ashore in January, we did not see the leatherback turtle.  According to the tortugeros, once a year, usually in September a group of several hundred Olive Ridley Turtles descend on Ixtapilla, a small town located about a half an hour south of Colola, all at the same time.
El Pollito (The Little Chicken), Mr. Italy, and the Rest of the Gang of Merry Volunteers
The biggest surprise during my two month stay in Mexico has been how much I grew to enjoy the company of the other volunteers at the work camp.
While we do not have much in common (I was fifteen years older than any of the volunteers and twelve years older than Mario, the camp leader); I feel surprisingly close to the group and will miss them, and think about them, often.
I was genuinely pleased to see how well everyone fit together.  It would have been hard to put together a more fun-loving, kind, and adaptable group of people.  The group very seldom complained about anything, performed their tasks without problems, and quickly become good friends.  In fact, they were such a good group that some of them even helped change some of the negative stereotypes I’ve had about their countries. (See the Final Thoughts article).
Here is a short description of some of the volunteers (the ones I felt closest to) and the camp leader:

Camp Leader:  Mario, aged 28, from a small village in Italy called Villa Lubelli.  Mario runs a bed and breakfast in his hometown.  I suspect that it must be a nice, restful place to stay because Mario is a born host (see www.transumanti.com for details) and his small town located in the seldom visited state of Abruzzi seems to have a lot of different types of natural settings (from high mountains combed with shepherds to isolated beaches).

He is the epitome of the budget adventure traveler.    He knows better than anyone else I know how to pack lightly and find cheap places to stay.  He came to Mexico partly in search of a great place to surf.
Mario is also a joy to talk to.  He is intelligent and clever, which, combined with his accent and funny English idioms (don’t get him started about the “bloody pump” unless you are prepared to laugh long and hard), makes him very charming and likeable.  He is also well educated and thoughtful.  I was surprised how well he understood life in a small, Mexican village.  

He doesn’t think he has good leadership skills; but in fact he is a skilled leader.  He is also, like most Italians,  romantic.  It is easy to believe that, with between his ease of conversation and natural good looks, he could attract women easily.  Yet, he doesn’t flaunt his charm in a way that threatens other men.  
El Pollito: Valentin.  At age 19 Valentin, a young, statuesque Frenchman who just completed cooking school, is one of the most adaptable and charming travelers I’ve ever met.  He has learned how to do a very funny, spirited mimic of a rooster (hence the nickname) that helps erase all cultural boundaries almost immediately.  The tortugeros took a natural liking to him because he could make them laugh almost effortlessly.  I will always relish the memory of listening to the tortugeros prod Valentin over their newly purchased walkie-talkie to do his rooster impressions over and over again.
One of the other volunteers asked Valentin if he was the class clown as a kid.  I don’t think any of us were surprised to find out that he was.  Yet, like most class clowns, you couldn’t help but imagine that, while his teachers probably gave him hell, they secretly liked and even admired (as I do) his easy wit and charm. 

The Volunteer’s Mascot: Kohei.  Kohei, my volunteer partner from Japan, was the type of kid any parent would treasure having as their child.  He was open to new adventures (I think he could travel around the world for several years happily), gentle, loyal, and smart.      He always felt a bit ashamed of his self=perceived lack of English skills, but he was more capable at communicating in English than he gave himself credit for.

Since all the other volunteers except Kohei and I were from Europe (and I naturally feel comfortable with the Japanese), it was easy for us to develop a friendship.  Once we were friends, I set about to help him feel comfortable with the rest of the group (like most Japanese people I´ve encountered he was somewhat shy).  It took a week or so, but, I think everyone came to know and like Kohei.   We all enjoyed his winning combination of innocence, gentility, and flexibility so much that one of the other volunteers (I forget who) called him our mascot.  It was an apt nickname.
Vincent:  Monsieur “Rap”: Vincent loved old school American rap music.   When I think of him, I will always remember the pink Miss Kitty radio that he bought in Mexico to play his extensive collection of music (which also included some jazz and pop music).  He labeled the radio with the moniker “Ghetto Blaster” – an irony that never failed to make me chuckle.

Though only in his early 20s, I was impressed by Vincent’s ability to easily make the transition from seriousness to playfulness depending on the circumstances.  He also was very skilled at finding the best qualities in the other volunteers and letting the volunteers know about their respective strengths.

Vera:   I can’t really think of an apt nickname for Vera.  But I can say that she is very impressive twenty-year-old German woman.  A student of English and Spanish with some of the best English vocabulary and pronunciation I’ve ever seen in a non-native English speaker.

Vera also had a very open and kind manner.  She took all the discomforts of the camp in stride and seemed genuinely comfortable with the other volunteers and the tortugeros.  I got the impression that she really loved the workcamp and would miss it when she left.  I admire her spirit and regret that I was not as open to new experiences and people at her age.  

The Reluctant Camper (or How I Found Happiness on a Wooden Slat Bed)

On the very first day of the work camp (after having walked three miles with a heavy bag from the village of Colola to the campsite), I took a look around at the camp´s primitive conditions and almost turned around and went back home.  I resisted them and pledged at that moment to try my best to fit into the camp and give myself a couple of days before I made a decision to flee.  

I arrived on a Wednesday.  By Friday, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay at the camp and decided to go to Colima, the nearest urban center (about three hours away), on Saturday to stay in a decent hotel, and decide if I should stay or go.  While I enjoyed the chance to eat and sleep in more “normal” surroundings, I quickly realized that I missed the people and ambience of the camp.  I also recognized that the camp provided a unique opportunity to see a side of Mexican life that I would not be able to replicate easily in the future.  So I came back, and never regretted the decision afterwards.
Slowly I began to enjoy the daily rhythm of camp life.  During the day, I liked going to  to different nearby beach towns with the other volunteers, eating occasionally with the group at one of Colola’s two restaurants, and meeting the tortugeros at night.  I relished discovering the stories of the tortugeros’ lives and hearing their stories about the turtles.  I also enjoyed the couple of times we went as a group to the school to give small, impromptu English lessons for the local children.  
Perhaps more than anything else, I took pleasure in getting to know the other volunteers and their hopes and dreams.  I admire every one of them and wish them all the best in the future.  I hope that in some small way that my desire to carve my own path in life can help them to realize their dreams matter, and shouldn’t be disregarded in the rush of daily life.   

Even though I am generally a lover of urban places, I also came to treasure the natural environment around the camp.  I delighted in the soft breeze that floated through the dormitory’s palm-frond walls at night, lulling me to sleep.  I loved walking barefoot on the soft beach sand and sitting yoga style on the isolated beach listening to the high crested waves (you could not swim easily at the beach) crash against the shore.  I also grew to feel a certain indescribable affection and kinship with the stoic and gentle turtles that came to the shore to perform the simple and beautiful act of creating a new generation.

Life in a Small Remote Mexican Village

Colola is the largest town in the Aguila district of the State of Michoacan.  It is home to 120 families (approximately 1000 people) and houses six schools (everything except a University) that serve students from throughout the district.

All the streets in Colola are dirt roads.  Most of the homes have electricity and running water.   The homes are primarily made of adobe and concrete. Only a couple of palapas are left now. Even a small, isolated farm we visited about five miles outside the village had electricity.  A national highway, #120 part of the Pan-American Highway, runs through the village.    
The town has two restaurants, three or four small grocery stores, and a couple of cabanas that are used by a labor union in Morelia for vacations. (They are the only people with a telephone in the town).  A few homes have satellite TV dishes.  The townspeople do own a few cars, but a fair number of residents (especially those living on ranches outside the town) still get around on horses and burros.
One day I talked to one of the village’s elders about how life has changed in Colola over time.  According to the elder, Colola was essentially cut off from the rest of Mexico until the highway was finished in the 1960s.  He remembered a time when all goods in Colola arrived from air from the towns of Nueva Italia or Uruapan, nearly an hour away by plane.  He also told me that there were no doctors, except an occasional visiting physician, in the Town and anyone needing medical care had to fly to Nueva Italia for services.  There were also no schools, though once in a while a teacher would come to teach the kids for a year and leave.  Of course, there was no electricity, running water, or cars. 
The Aguila district extends approximately fifty miles along the coast and about ten to fifteen miles inland.  The whole district has approximately 1200 families.   As near as I could tell, there is no count of the total number of people.  According to the leader of the town of Colola, however, the average family size is between six and eight people.
All the land in the Aguila district is communally owned.  The government is run by four municipal councils each composed of several separate comunidades (the tortugeros formed one of the comunidades in Colola).   The municipal councils meet frequently to discuss issues regarding relations with the state and federal government.  Decisions about everything (even the size and conditions of the work camp) are decided by councils or the comunidades.

No outsiders are allowed to own land or even live in the district.  For this reason, there is little of the runaway, tourist oriented growth that you find in many parts of Pacific Mexico.
The Tortugeros
While Kohei and I accompanied the tortugeros on their rounds, I would ask the tortugeros questions about their lives.  They were very open about telling me about their lives and obligingly answering my questions about turtles.

I quickly discovered that, like most Mexicans, the tortugeros almost all had some connection to the United States.  All but one of the tortugeros had relatives living in the USA.  Many of the relatives worked on apple farms near Moses Lake, Washington.  However, they also had relatives scattered throughout other parts of the USA, including a couple in rural Maine and Tennessee.

Probably about half of the tortugeros had at some time or another lived and worked in the States.  While most left Colola to make a living in the USA, a couple of tortugueros ventured North because they were bored with life in Colola.

All but one of the tortugeros entered the US illegally.   Today, according to the tortugeros, it costs up to $1600 to engage the services of a coyote to help them enter the US through the Sonoran desert. (The borders between urban area in the US and Mexico are so heavily patrolled and fenced that few immigrants attempt to cross illegally in these areas.)
Every tortugero I met grew up in Colola.  I did meet one Cololan (not a tortugero) who had lived in the USA for twenty years and spoke English complete with every imaginable American slang and idiom imaginable.  I almost fainted when he run up to me in the town one day and asked me: “How are they hanging, bro?”  The tortugeros, who were all men, ranged in age from about 19 to 65.  

After listening to stories about their lives and families, my conversations with the tortugeros quickly turned to questions about the four female volunteers in our group.  It seemed that they were all enamored with one of the volunteers.  In fact, this impression was so strong that right before I left I asked Kohei about his impressions of the camp and his only comment about the tortugeros was that they “like women a lot.”
As near as I could tell the tortugeros received no compensation for collecting the eggs.  The eggs could sell on the black market for up to ten pesos a piece.  They are supposedly used to help ensure virility.  I heard rumors that turtle meat is still available for sale in other parts of Mexico, though I don’t think there is any for sale in Michoacan.  The local people for hundreds of years have eaten turtle meat.  I remember eating it in several restaurants in Baja California when I was a kid.
Part Two:  Lake Chapala Redux
More Thoughts on Expat Life in Lake Chapala
After completing my three week stay in Colola, I returned to the same house in Lake Chapala that I rented last month (and talked about in the September newsletter).  This time the owner, Patsy Weber, a very smart and vivacious, American retiree was at home and I got a chance to know her well.  
Patsy has lived at Lake Chapala for three years.  During that time, she has made many American friends.  Patsy kindly introduced me to many of them.  While her friends are mostly retired, they are a very diverse group of people from many economic, political, and social backgrounds.   Some seem, like Patsy, to be the type of people – open, flexible, and liberal – who are naturally suited for life outside of the US.  Others, like Liz and John, Patsy’s friends down the street, seem to be a little too conservative to fit in here.
I am pleased to know that such a diverse group of people can live happily in this corner of Mexico.  I have heard very few negative remarks about Mexico.  Everyone seems to have developed a love for Mexico and its people.  As John said when I asked him why he likes it here, “I am happier here than I’ve ever been, I love to sit at my window and watch the mothers take their children to school every morning.   The Mexicans seem to be the happiest people in the world.”  And, I think, while everyone has a different take on what makes them happy, everyone I’ve met is happier and more comfortable here than they would have been if they remained in the States.

As I’ve talked to Patsy and her friends, I’ve frequently asked myself: Why does everyone seem to have adjusted so well to life here?   Surely, some of it is that the cost of living and climate is comfortable.  
Even though the cost of housing here – the median house price is just shy of $200,000 -- is roughly equivalent to the cost of many markets in the states, almost everything else, particularly maid and gardening services, is less expensive than the states.  
In addition, Lake Chapala has an almost idyllic climate and setting.  The weather seldom dips below fifty degrees even at night in the winter.  The daytime temperature does not go above eighty degrees except for a couple of days from late April to June.  
While the climate and the cost of living and climate attract people here, I don’t think that these factors account for the general sense of happiness here.  I think it is the people– both Mexican and American – that make it an easy place to live.
Why do the people seem to work so well together?  I think Patty McDonald (please see the next article: Making a Living Abroad:  Real Estate in Lake Chapala) hit the reason on the head.  She said that the Americans who come here are adventurous or else they would not be willing to live in another country and, perhaps more importantly, most Americans here live away from their ties – children, family, and work – and, as such, are free to form friendships quickly.  

I would add that the Americans here also need each other more than in the States.  Things still, despite the high quality and extensive level of services, are a bit more cumbersome and difficult to get.  Therefore, everyone has to help each other to find the best deals for everything from cable/satellite providers to sending to and receiving mail from the States. (Note: Mailboxes Etcetera has an office here that delivers mail from the states weekly for subscribers.)

I think it also has something to do with Mexico as well.  Everything here seems welcoming and friendly.  The architecture is warm and inviting.  The pace is still slow and relaxed despite the traffic.    

Unlike most retirement communities I’ve seen in the states, there doesn’t seem to be a lot of antagonism between long-term and short-term residents of the Lake.  I think Mexicans view the Americans here as both an interesting curiosity and a source of economic development.  Several Mexicans have told me that they are grateful Americans are here, because it gives them more opportunity to make money and that Americans, who often like Mexican style architecture and culture, have helped them to appreciate their native cultures more.  Most waiters and service people have learned some English and do their tasks with style and grace.   In fact, the only complaints about newcomers come from Americans, not Mexicans.
Making a Living as a Realtor and Buying Real Estate in Lake Chapala
A couple of days ago, I spent a few hours with Patty and Phil McDonald (http:www.virtualmexico.com; philmsc@laguna.com.mx), the most successful realtors in the Lake Chapala, talking about being a realtor and buying real estate here in Lake Chapala.  I appreciated their honesty and help in preparing this report.  

I also went to look at a couple of houses here with them as well and have included this sideline to give you an idea of some typical houses here:
	Houses at Lake Chapala:

Here is a short description of the homes I viewed with Patty and Phil in Lake Chapala.  Patty and Phil selected these homes to show a sampling of what is available at different price up to $300,000:

House #1

Price:  $86,000

Location: Tio Domingo, about a mile and a half West of the village of Ajijic.   Tio Domingo       is a fairly typical Mexican village neighborhood in the Lake region.  Like San Antonio de Tlayacapan (see the September newsletter for details), the neighborhood has a hodgepodge of small and large homes, condominiums, and small businesses (many of the businesses are in front of the homes).  Tio Domingo would be easy to live in without a car.
Like most village homes, there are very few restrictions on how you can improve your property. (Homes #2 and #3 have rules, somewhat akin to C, C, & Rs (codes, covenants, and restrictions) in the USA, specifying colors and architectural treatments.) 

Description:  The house is fairly small (approximately 800-900 square feet).  There are two bedrooms and a small yard.  The property looks like many small, somewhat older homes in suburban Los Angeles.  As a whole it appears to be in fairly good shape, although it could use a bit of “freshening up” including new paint and fixtures.  Some of the features like the brick, boveda (vaulted) ceiling give the place a bit more charm than the typical Los Angeles suburban tract home. Looking at the fixtures, colors, and other attributes I’d guess that the house was built in the 1960s.  The house, like all the others in this survey, is unfurnished.   (Most homes are sold fully furnished.)
House #2

Price: $204,000

Location: Rancho de Oro, about three to four miles West of Ajijic.  The house is in a new gated community called Las Quintas.  The homes are under construction and can be adjusted to fit your needs.  I saw the model home for the complex.  The homes have a good view of the lake.  The realtor representing the new subdivision notes that it would take about seven months to construct a home on the site.  The landscaping, if the model home is an accurate example, is quite lush.  The homes have a street appeal similar to an American home (this is somewhat unusual here; you can usually only see an exterior wall from the street).  You would need a car to live here comfortably.
The roads leading up to the development are a bit unusual by American standards.  You go through several vacant lots and agricultural properties and then suddenly (seemingly like a mirage out of nowhere) come upon the Mexican colonial style gatehouse.
Description:  2120 square foot home (unlike in the US, square feet measurements in Mexico cover all of the space, including carports and patios, enclosed under a roof); 5572 square foot lot.  Two-bedroom, two and a half bathrooms, with modern equipment including dishwasher and washer and dryers. (Many older homes, particularly if the previous owner was a Mexican, do not include these amenities.)  

I like this home quite a bit.  The architecture, amenities, and view are well done.  The developer has taken pains to make the place look distinctive and attractive including undergrounding utilities and using environmentally friendly building materials.

Home #3

Price: $258,000

Location: Las Terrazas, a gated subdivision located about a half mile north of the intersection of the Libramento (the free road connecting Lake Chapala to the freeway with Guadalajara) and the Carretera (the highway connecting the cities on Lake Chapala together).  There are several completed and occupied homes in the subdivision, which looks to have been developed over the past couple of years.   Las Terrazas has a common clubhouse and a pool.  At the moment, until the subdivision is completed, the common areas are maintained by the developer.  At a future date, the management will revert to a homeowners association.  There is a monthly fee (approximately $40) that homeowners must pay for maintenance (evidently most homeowners associations here have so far managed to avoid the rancor so common in the states).  All the homes in the subdivision feature a nice view of the Lake.
Description:  Currently under final construction, the home is large (2400 square feet) and sturdily constructed (the walls are concrete).  While some of the finishing touches are not yet completed, the home seems to be attractively finished, including Spanish tiles and rich wood trim.  

The home and the subdivision of all three in the survey is the most “American” in look and feel.  Looking out of the window, the only real difference from an American subdivision are the cupolas that are included in several neighboring homes.

   


The following, while not an exact transcript, is a summary of my conversation with the McDonalds:

Paul:  What does it take to be a realtor here?

Phil and Patty:  No one is required to be a licensed realtor to sell a home in Mexico.  I have had bartenders and vendors try to sell me homes in Mexico.  
In some of the touristy, beach resort communities in Mexico like Puerto Vallarta and Cabo San Lucas, real estate is primarily sold through more high pressure tactics like time=share communities.  The agents make most of their money off North American tourists who make an impulse decision to buy a home while on their vacation. 

We are more professional and need to spend more time with our clients.  Almost all the agents in Lake Chapala are members of an Association of Realtors.  The Association of Realtors maintains the Multiple Listing Service (the only one in Mexico) with particulars about the listed properties.   There are approximately 20 real estate agencies in the Association and over 150 realtors. (Close to 300 houses were sold here between January 1 and September 30, 2005.)  

Becoming a member of the Association of Realtors is not hard.  You need to pay for a short class (approximately 350 pesos) about selling real estate here and take a test.  The test in the US can be hard (some people take it several times before passing), yet here it is not difficult.  The only real limit is that the Real Estate Association has capped the number of realtors who can join.  At the moment, I think that there aren’t any more available spaces. 

There is a lot of competition for sales here.  Following the printing on La Vida Cheapo in the AARP Magazine in April 2004 we saw a real surge in the number of inquiries about homes here.  In one month we had almost 1000 e-mails about homes here.  (Paul’s note: In 2004, the Association of Realtors noted an increase in sales of over 75% from 2003.  In 2005, the median sales price for a home here increased by more than 30% versus 2004.)  In addition, the market here was hurt by 9/11 more than in the states.   It was quite slow for a year or so afterwards because people stopped traveling.
Paul:  Do you have any real issues dealing with Mexican realtors?

Phil and Patty:  All real estate offices here have to be owned by a Mexican.   Generally, Mexican clients will deal with Mexican buyers.  American clients will deal with us.  We have only made one sale to a Mexican and that was for a plot of land.  We haven’t had a lot of problems.  (Paul’s Note: Later Phil told me that some American businesspeople have problems here if they are perceived to be competing with Mexicans.)  

Paul:  How is being a real estate agent different here than in the United States?  
Patty:   In some ways it is easier. We do not have to deal with appraisals, inspections, and disclosures, which can take a lot of time in the States.

Prior to coming here (Paul’s note: Patty and Phil have lived at Lake Chapala for six years) I sold properties in a small neighborhood, with a lot of starter homes, in Dallas.  I felt that I would be more successful there if I became an expert on a small area rather than going all over the city trying to sell homes.  

Here I need to be familiar with the whole area.  The people who come down here want to be educated about living at Lake Chapala first and then to tour homes in a variety of neighborhoods.   They usually don’t have a lot of opportunities to keep coming back to look at different homes.  Therefore, I need to spend more time with my clients than in Dallas and I also don’t have as many immediate sales as in Dallas.

I don’t work as hard here as in Dallas.  In Dallas, I sold twice as many homes in a year and spent a lot of more time doing paperwork.  I was working basically twenty-four seven. 
Paul:  How do the potential buyers react to Lake Chapala?

Patty:  Almost everyone seems to take to the area easily.  I frequently have clients come here who say that they’ll come back and buy a home in a couple years that actually follow through with the plan.

Most of my clients seem to like living here after they buy their homes.  I do not have a lot of people who call me because they want to sell their home and move back to the States.  Usually people only resell their home based on health reasons or because something happened to their family in the States.

Phil:  Lake Chapala has the largest community of retired Americans outside of the United States.  Buyers feel comfortable here because there is a lot of American=style infrastructure.  

Patty:  Many people say they could not live here because of the poverty in Mexico.  It doesn’t bother me much.  (Paul’s note:  Lake Chapala does not have much real poverty.  The Mexicans seem to prosper here and most of the homes owned by the gringos here are very attractive.)

Paul:  How is buying a house different here than in the States?

Phil:  The biggest difference is that almost all homes are bought outright.  It is hard to mortgage here and the interest rates when you do get a mortgage are high.   I think a largest reason for the lack of credit here is that it is almost impossible to foreclose on a home in Mexico.

Patty:  The commission here is seven percent, instead of six percent.  However, just like in the States, buyers don’t realize that the commission is divided between the sellers and the buyer’s agent and that both sides have to give some of their commission back to the brokerage.  In addition, the agents have to pay the Mexican government income tax on their commissions.
The property taxes here are small.  A home like this one (we are talking in home #1) may have $50 in property taxes a year.  (Paul’s note:  I met with one couple who told me that it costs them less to rent a house here for six months during the summer than the combined cost of property taxes and air conditioning for a similar home in Texas.)

Paul: What does it take to buy a house here?

Patty:  Just like in the States you need to pay three percent closing costs.  Some of the money goes to the notario who is charged with finalizing the sale legally.  Other parts of the money go to pay a lot of different taxes.
Paul:  What are some of the issues you find that concern your clients?

Phil:  Everyone seems concerned about safety here.  However, you seldom hear about anything more serious than petty crime here and I feel safe when Patty walks at night in the village of Ajijic.

Paul:  What about title?  I would think that would be a big concern.

Phil:  When I came here, I thought title would be a big issue.  However, it isn’t as big as I expected.  All the legal parts of the sale are handled by a notario.  The notario, who is even more qualified than an attorney, checks and certifies title. 

Phil and Patty:  We do occasionally hear about issues with title problems (like a neighbor of mine), but they are less common than the media would make you believe.  Usually they occur when a developer builds a home on Indian land without checking with the tribe first.  The tribe will wait until the homes are developed and consfiscate the home. 
All the tribal lands are in the mountains here.  Often homes have also transferred hands between Americans a couple times as well; which generally makes it easy to deal with title.

Stewart Title from the States is talking about developing title insurance here.

A Final Note

Lessons from the Road

One of the best parts of traveling is that it forces you to deal with people you would usually not come in contact with in your regular daily routine.
In the past month, I have spent a lot of time with a group of young European volunteers and several retired Americans (here in Lake Chapala) from the southern part of the US.

I must admit that while I consider myself open to new people, over time I have developed certain prejudices about different groups of people.  Until this month, I did not realize that I had some fairly negative stereotypes about Western Europeans and American Southerners.

When I first came in contact with both of these groups, I had a little voice inside saying things like:  You know those Europeans; they’re snooty and cold and they think they are better than Americans and Southerners are not as sophisticated and smart as the rest of Americans.

Thank God that this month has forced me both to acknowledge these stereotypes and challenged these misguided ideas to the core.   I now think of French people, for example, as funny, sweet, quirky, and gentle after spending three weeks with Valentin and Vincent, both people I came to like and respect very much.   Patsy and her friends have shown me that Southerners are extremely hospitable, kind, intelligent, and open to new ideas.

I am grateful to all the people who have set my stupid, preconceived ideas to the test.  I feel that these types of interactions are what make travel such a great tool for reflection and self improvement.   
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